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 Book Review
Language policy and nation-building in post-apartheid South Africa. Jon Orman. 
6SULQJHU9HUODJ,6%1SS
2UPDQ¶VQHDWYROXPHLVTXLWHDQDFKLHYHPHQWLQD¿HOGKLWRYHUWKH\HDUVE\DÀXUU\RI
SXEOLFDWLRQV,QDGHQVHSDJHQDUUDWLYHRUJDQLVHGLQDFODVVLFDOGLVVHUWDWLRQSODQLW
succeeds in covering comprehensively the core theoretical and methodological aspects 
RIWKHWRSLFDWKDQG&KDSWHUV	ZKLOHGHVFULELQJWKHLVVXHDVLWGUDPDWLFDOO\XQ-
IROGHGLQ6RXWK$IULFDRYHUGLIIHUHQWSHULRGVRIWLPH&KDSWHUVWR7KXVWKH6RXWK
African case is put in perspective, by drawing examples from various situations in the 
ZRUOGDQGIXUWKHULOOXVWUDWLQJWKHFRXQWU\¶VH[HPSODU\YDOXHRQKRZODQJXDJHSROLF\
PD\LQPDQ\GLYHUVHDQGGHHSZD\VLPSDFWRQQDWLRQEXLOGLQJ5HDGHUVZLOOFHUWDLQO\
HQMR\WKHRSHQQHVVRIWKHDSSURDFK/DQJXDJHLVVXHVDUHV\VWHPDWLFDOO\GLVFXVVHGWDN-
ing into account their interconnections to other domains of social life, with the author 
MXVWO\ GHULGLQJ D WUHQG KH ODEHOV µOLQJXLFHQWULVP¶ S  WKDW VHHV ODQJXDJH LVVXHV DV
LQVXODWHG7KHH[WHQVLRQRIWKHELEOLRJUDSK\FHUWLWOHVDOOXGHGWRRUTXRWHGIURPLQ
the text itself) is testimony to the wide range of scholarship involved. 
7KHVW\OHLVDOZD\VLQWHQVHDQGSUHFLVHDYRLGLQJFRQYROXWHGVHQWHQFHVDQGFRPSOLFDWHG
WHUPLQRORJ\ZLWKRXWJLYLQJZD\WRRYHUVLPSOL¿FDWLRQ7KHDXWKRULVFOHDUO\DPDVWHU
in communication – someone with experience in teaching and presenting, who has the 
DELOLW\WRSXWKLVLGHDVDFURVV7KHUHDGLQJWKHUHIRUHLVSOHDVDQWDQGLQVWUXFWLYHERWKLQ
terms of content and form. 
Although the two main parts speak to each other, they can also be read independently. 
,ZLOOWKXVFRQ¿QHP\VHOIWRWKHFKDSWHUVGHDOLQJZLWK6RXWK$IULFDSURSHU$OWKRXJK,
GR¿QGJURXQGVIRUVRPHFULWLFDOUHPDUNVWKHVHVKRXOGQRWEHVHHQDVXQGHUPLQLQJWKH
RYHUDOOTXDOLW\RIWKHERRNZKLFKPD\EHFRQVLGHUHGFUXFLDOUHDGLQJLQWKH¿HOG2EYL-
ously, these comments refer only to that part of the book under review. 
5HJDUGLQJWKHVSHFL¿FVWXG\RI6RXWK$IULFDQODQJXDJHSROLF\2UPDQKDVFKRVHQWR
dedicate special attention to the changing status of Afrikaans, which is made the object 
RID IXOOFKDSWHU &KDSWHU2UPDQVXPPDULVHVEULOOLDQWO\ WKHFKDQJLQJSRVLWLRQRI
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262        Michel Lafon 
WKHODQJXDJHVLQFHWKH%ULWLVKRFFXSDWLRQRIWKH&DSHLQWKHV+HIXUWKHURIIHUV
insights on what a really diverse language policy could involve, promoting a full-blown 
SOXULOLQJXDOLVPWKDWLQFOXGHV$IULFDQODQJXDJHVDQGQRWZKDW/RXZFDOOV
WKHDSDUWKHLGµLQWHQVH¶YHUVLRQRILW$FULWHULRQRIDFKLHYHPHQWZRXOGEHIRU$IULNDDQV
VSHDNHUV±SDUWLFXODUO\WKHµVRFLDOO\PDUJLQDOL]HG¶SUHDGPRVWO\:HVWHUQ&DSH
FRORXUHG WR IHHO IXOO\ LQFOXGHG LQ WKHQHZGHPRFUDWLF6RXWK$IULFD SS
7KHUHLVLQGHHGPXFKYDOXHLQWKHDUJXPHQWWKDWRQO\ZKHQ$IULNDDQVLVYLHZHGZLWK-
out prejudice, merely as one shade in the linguistic rainbow shining over the southern 
tip of the continent, will the language scene in South Africa be purported to have truly 
RYHUFRPHLWVRQHURXVSDVW'HDOLQJH[WHQVLYHO\ZLWK$IULNDDQVLVXQDYRLGDEOHLQDWH[W
concerned with issues around language and nationhood in South Africa. My contention 
LVWKHIDFWWKDW$IULFDQODQJXDJHVHQWHUWKHGHEDWHPRVWO\YLDWKHGLVFXVVLRQRQ1JXQL
DQG6RWKRVWDQGDUGLVDWLRQDVDGYRFDWHGE\1KODSRLQWKHVDQLGHD
UHYLVLWHGE\$OH[DQGHU	LQWKHV%H\RQGWKLVPHQWLRQ2UPDQ¶V
point of departure for the African languages is essentially the apartheid-era situation 
which cemented a narrowly ethnic approach to the living reality of language varieties. 
6WLOO WKHVH ODQJXDJHVKDGXQGHUJRQH VLJQL¿FDQW FKDQJHVEHIRUHDSDUWKHLG VWHPPLQJ
from both internal and external agencies that brought about promising developments 
not devoid of a lasting impact on ethnicity. I feel that this aspect could have been given 
PRUHFRQVLGHUDWLRQ,QWKLVVHQVH2UPDQ¶VERRNUHJUHWIXOO\GRHVQRWGHSDUWIURPSUHYL-
ous works on the South African language scene which dwell at length on Afrikaans, but 
XQGHUGLVFXVVWKHPDNLQJRIWKH$IULFDQODQJXDJHV7KHUDWLRKHUHLVDFRXSOHRISDJHV
DVRSSRVHG WRFORVH WR7KLVRSWLRQ LVXQIRUWXQDWHDVDQDQDO\VLVRI WKHHWKQLFLW\
brought forth by the construction of the African languages in South Africa, as well as 
an assessment of that legacy, researched as sharply as the other topics in the book are, 
undoubtedly would have offered original insights and suggestions to a terrain rarely 
ploughed. If African languages in present-day South Africa are to be given their dues, 
there is a need to re-assess the past, overcome the apartheid episode and take stock of 
WKH WUXO\SURPLVLQJGHYHORSPHQWV WKDWÀRXULVKHG LQ WKH WLPHRI WKH8QLRQXQWLO WKH\
ZHUHVPRWKHUHGXQGHUDSDUWKHLGµFHQVRUHGDQGVSRQVRUHG¶DV6ZDQHSRHOVR
DSWO\SXWVLW7KHFRPSOH[KLVWRU\RIWKRVHODQJXDJHVLVKLJKO\UHOHYDQWIRUWKHGHEDWH
on their present role and place in the country – as much, arguably, as that of Afrikaans. 
It is high time the apartheid episode is dismissed.
2UPDQ¶VSHUFHSWLRQDQQRXQFHGLQWKHIRUHZRUGSDQGDJDLQPRUHDWOHQJWKLQWKH
FRQFOXVLRQSS±DIWHULWLVGHYHORSHGLQ&KDSWHULVWKDWSRVWDSDUWKHLGHUD
language policy marked the elitist and top-down approach preferred by the powers that 
EH RUZHUH YL]0DQGHOD DQG0EHNL¶V JRYHUQPHQWV7KHSROLF\SURYHG WREHSUR-
foundly unequal to the promises of democracy even as they were embedded in the (then) 
recently proclaimed constitution. Orman speaks of overt and covert language policy to 
GHVFULEHWKHGLVFUHSDQF\EHWZHHQORIW\GHFODUDWLRQVDQGUHDOSUDFWLFHV,WLVGLI¿FXOWWR
differ from him on his generally pessimistic assessment of the situation.
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
La
fo
n,
 M
ic
he
l]
 A
t:
 1
0:
47
 1
3 
No
ve
mb
er
 2
00
9
Book Review  263
Orman explains the lack of attention to the language issue during the Mbeki era as being 
DUHVXOWRIWKH$1&LQH[LOHFRQFHUQIRU(QJOLVKRQO\WKHWRSGRZQDSSURDFKDQGWKH
VHOIORFDOLVDWLRQRISUHVHQWGD\HOLWHLQ:HVWHUQLQVSLUHGJOREDOLVDWLRQVHHDOVR/RXZ
IRUDFRQFLVHVWDWHPHQWRIWKHVDPH1RWZLWKVWDQGLQJWKHUHOHYDQFHRIWKHVHDU-
guments, I would like to add another line of explanation which takes a more political 
angle. 
,W LV NQRZQ WKDW WKHPXOWLOLQJXDO SROLF\ DV GH¿QHG LQ WKH FRQVWLWXWLRQ 56$ 
ODUJHO\UHVXOWHGIURPWKH1DWLRQDOLVWV¶GHIHQFHRIWKHVWDWXVRI$IULNDDQV7KH¿UVW\HDUV
of its implementation have shown the readiness of Afrikaans pressure groups to use 
WKHUHVSHFWLYHSURYLVLRQVWRVXSSRUWWKHLUODQJXDJH&DQZHVXUPLVHWKDWIRUSROLWLFDO
leaders who still nurture a strong antipathy for that language, it was necessary to see it 
VLJQL¿FDQWO\GLPLQLVKHGLQVWDWXVEHIRUHWKH\FRXOGWKLQNRISXWWLQJLQSODFHPHDVXUHV
to promote linguistic diversity that could have the undesirable side effect of providing 
IXUWKHUDPPXQLWLRQVWRWKHµHQHP\¶"7KLVVFDOLQJGRZQSURFHVVVHHPVWRFKDUDFWHULVH
particularly what happened in the judiciary. After Afrikaans was discontinued as a lan-
guage of record, leading to a de facto(QJOLVKPRQROLQJXDOLVPVHH2UPDQSLQ
DQDSSDUHQWUHYHUVDOEXWSRVVLEO\LQDVHPLSODQQHGPRYHDOORI¿FLDOODQJXDJHVDUH
now admitted, suggesting that Afrikaans had to be downgraded before a change could 
be implemented. Far from undermining civil society and bringing forth homogenisation 
LELGWKHOHYHOOLQJGRZQRI$IULNDDQVZLWKWKHRWKHUGRPLQDWHGODQJXDJHVDSSHDUV
WKHQDVDFRQGLWLRQIRUDZLGHURSHQLQJRIRI¿FLDOGRPWROLQJXLVWLFGLYHUVLW\
2PDQ¶V LQIDWXDWLRQZLWK WKH LVVXHRI$IULNDDQVPD\KDYHIXUWKHUEOLQGHGKLPWRVLJ-
QL¿FDQWFKDQJHV WKDWE\ SUREDEOHHQGGDWHRI WKHPDQXVFULSWZHUHFOHDUO\ LQ
SURJUHVV2QHLPSRUWDQWÀDZLVWKHDEVHQFHRIDQ\DOOXVLRQWRWKH/DQJXDJH%LOO
It is my contention that the hype provoked by the Bill (never tabled in parliament) 
announced a gradual shift in government policy, which henceforward became more 
concerned with African languages. It seems that government chose to resort to existing 
ODZVDVZHOODVRWKHUFKDQQHOVWREULQJDGHJUHHRIOLQJXLVWLFWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ7KLVLV
LQVWDQFHGLQDQXPEHURIGRPDLQVVHH/DIRQRIZKLFKWKH6$%&WKHQDWLRQDO
broadcaster) is one such example. 
2UPDQSDLQWVWKH6$%&DVDJDWHNHHSHURIWKHGRPLQDQFHRI(QJOLVKSS	
+H LVQRWZURQJ ,QGHHG LQ-XQH WKHZHEVLWHVWLOOFRQWDLQHGQRRWKHU ODQJXDJH
(as Orman had already observed). However, an important and potentially far-reaching 
policy change occurred that Orman – mostly concerned with the diminishing place of 
$IULNDDQV±VHHPVWRLJQRUH6LQFHWKH6$%&KDVDFFHSWHGVFULSWVVXEPLWWHGLQ
$IULFDQODQJXDJHVVWDWHPHQWRIDQ6$%&UHSUHVHQWDWLYH:LVHUFRQIHUHQFHµ7RZQVKLS
QRZ¶-XQH3ULRUWRWKDWGDWHPDQXVFULSWVKDGWREHWUDQVODWHGLQWR(QJOLVKDQGRU
$IULNDDQVWREHDVVHVVHG7KLVQHZDSSURDFKZDVDFFRPSDQLHGE\DGUDPDWLFLQFUHDVH
in the production of serials using only or mostly African languages. In the same vein, 
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264        Michel Lafon 
VLQFHWKH6$%&KDVEURDGFDVWQHZVLQall eleven languages, adding Venda, Swati 
DQG7VRQJDIRUWKH¿UVWWLPH0R\R
7KHSODFHDIIRUGHGHGXFDWLRQDOLVVXHVLQWKHERRNLVDOVRGLVDSSRLQWLQJO\UDWKHUOLPLWHG
whether in the historical background or the present-day context. For example, it does 
not mention dual- and parallel-medium schools (English/Afrikaans) that constituted a 
VLJQL¿FDQWQXPEHURIVFKRROVLQWKHSRVW8QLRQSHULRGSUHDSDUWKHLGVHH0DOKHUEH
7KLVOHJDF\FRQWULEXWHGWRWKHIUDPLQJRIWKHSUHVHQWGD\ODQJXDJHLQHGXFDWLRQ
SROLF\FI'2(,WWKHUHIRUHFRPHVDVQRVXUSULVHWKDWWKHQHZIRFXVRQ$IULFDQ
ODQJXDJHVEURXJKWIRUWKE\WKH'HSDUWPHQWRI(GXFDWLRQLVRYHUORRNHG6WLOOLWLVDYHU\
VLJQL¿FDQWPRYHDQGDPRYHZLWKKXJHSRWHQWLDO
7KHRYHUORRNLQJRIQHZWUHQGV±VRPHDWOHDVWFRQVSLFXRXVE\±PD\EHWKHUHVXOW
RIWKHDXWKRU¶VDEVHQFHIURPWKH¿HOG,ILQGHHG2UPDQ¶VGLUHFWKDQGVRQNQRZOHGJHRI
6RXWK$IULFDLVOLPLWHGWRWKHWLPHKHVSHQWKHUHLQKHGLGDQLPSUHVVLYHMRERI
JDWKHULQJDQGDVVLPLODWLQJLQIRUPDWLRQ,WLVLQGHHGYHU\GLI¿FXOWWRJUDVSVXFKDÀXLG
and changing situation in such a very short span of time. 
Michel Lafon 
&QUV/ODFDQ,)$6
5HVHDUFK)HOORZ&HQW5H3RO&HQWHUIRU5HVHDUFKRQWKH3ROLWLFVRI/DQJXDJH
8QLYHUVLW\RI3UHWRULD
0LFKHO/DIRQ#XSDF]D	ODIRQ#YMIFQUVIU
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